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   There	  may	  come	  a	  point	  in	  the	  twenty-­‐first	  century	  when	  humans	  attempt	  to	  
artificially	  cool	  the	  entire	  planet.	  Such	  attempts	  are	  broadly	  referred	  to	  as	  climate	  
engineering	  or	  geoengineering,	  and	  have	  received	  increasing	  attention	  from	  scientists	  and	  
policy	  makers	  in	  recent	  years.	  Preliminary	  studies	  indicate	  that	  climate	  engineering	  could	  
decrease	  global	  temperatures	  and	  lessen	  some	  impacts	  from	  climate	  change,	  but	  there	  are	  a	  
number	  of	  difficult	  social,	  ethical,	  and	  political	  questions	  that	  would	  need	  to	  be	  answered	  
first.	  For	  instance,	  do	  humans	  have	  the	  right	  to	  intentionally	  alter	  the	  global	  climate?	  Or	  put	  
another	  way,	  by	  pursuing	  climate	  engineering	  technologies	  are	  humans	  trying	  to	  play	  God?	  
Often	  the	  phrase,	  ‘playing	  God’,	  is	  used	  metaphorically	  in	  this	  context.	  For	  many	  individuals	  
though,	  responses	  to	  climate	  engineering	  are	  filtered	  through	  religious	  beliefs,	  and	  the	  
phrase	  playing	  God	  is	  used	  more	  literally.	  This	  presentation	  will	  explore	  how	  faith	  interacts	  
with	  views	  on	  climate	  engineering,	  drawing	  on	  interviews	  conducted	  with	  community	  
leaders	  in	  the	  Solomon	  Islands,	  Alaska,	  and	  Kenya.	  
	   Climate	  engineering	  is	  most	  commonly	  defined	  as,	  “…the	  deliberate	  large-­‐scale	  
intervention	  in	  the	  Earth’s	  climate	  system,	  in	  order	  to	  moderate	  global	  warming.”	  (Royal	  
Society	  2009:	  ix)	  There	  are	  two	  types	  of	  climate	  engineering	  proposals,	  those	  that	  aim	  to	  
reduce	  the	  amount	  of	  carbon	  dioxide	  in	  the	  atmosphere	  and	  those	  that	  aim	  to	  reflect	  more	  
sunlight	  back	  into	  space.	  While	  methods	  that	  would	  remove	  carbon	  actually	  address	  the	  
cause	  of	  climate	  change	  by	  reducing	  greenhouse	  gas	  concentrations,	  current	  proposals	  
appear	  expensive	  and	  will	  likely	  take	  a	  long	  time	  to	  have	  a	  noticeable	  effect.	  Reflecting	  
sunlight	  back	  into	  space	  on	  the	  other	  hand	  could	  be	  technologically	  feasible	  in	  the	  near	  
term,	  cool	  the	  planet	  quickly,	  and	  be	  relatively	  inexpensive	  (Keith	  2013).	  	  However,	  for	  
these	  very	  same	  reasons,	  these	  sunlight	  reflection	  techniques	  also	  embody	  more	  serious	  
social,	  political,	  and	  ethical	  concerns.	  
	   Some	  of	  the	  most	  fundamental	  social	  and	  ethical	  concerns	  relate	  to	  the	  potential	  for	  
global	  scale	  impacts.	  	  The	  term	  ‘playing	  God’	  has	  been	  used	  by	  philosophers	  (Hamilton	  
2013),	  historians	  (Fleming	  2007),	  members	  of	  the	  public	  (Corner	  et	  al.	  2012),	  and	  
journalists	  (Wagner	  &	  Weitzman	  2012)	  as	  a	  metaphor	  to	  convey	  fears	  that	  engineering	  a	  
system	  as	  large	  as	  the	  global	  climate	  is	  hubristic	  and	  risky.	  This	  term	  is	  also	  used	  in	  a	  much	  
more	  literal	  sense	  by	  individuals	  with	  certain	  religious	  beliefs.	  Concerns	  about	  playing	  God	  
emerged	  in	  a	  number	  of	  interviews	  conducted	  in	  the	  Solomon	  Islands,	  northern	  Alaska,	  and	  
Kenya	  with	  over	  100	  individuals	  working	  on	  climate	  change	  at	  local,	  national,	  and	  regional	  
levels.	  The	  interviews	  were	  not	  about	  faith,	  but	  rather	  about	  how	  to	  improve	  climate	  
engineering	  research	  and	  governance.	  The	  fact	  that	  this	  theme	  came	  up	  time	  and	  again,	  in	  
three	  very	  different	  countries,	  with	  individuals	  from	  vastly	  different	  backgrounds	  indicates	  
its	  salience	  as	  a	  frame	  for	  thinking	  about	  climate	  engineering	  as	  a	  possible	  response	  to	  
climate	  change.	  
This	  presentation	  will	  draw	  upon	  the	  views	  expressed	  in	  these	  interviews	  to	  explore	  
the	  theme	  of	  playing	  God	  in	  relation	  to	  climate	  engineering.	  More	  specifically,	  this	  
presentation	  will	  briefly	  explain	  what	  climate	  engineering	  is	  and	  some	  of	  the	  social,	  ethical,	  
and	  political	  issues	  it	  entails.	  It	  will	  then	  explain	  the	  methodology	  utilized	  in	  gathering	  the	  
interview	  data	  and	  provide	  examples	  of	  the	  playing	  God	  theme	  in	  the	  data	  set.	  Finally,	  this	  
presentation	  will	  examine	  how	  these	  more	  literal	  interpretations	  of	  the	  playing	  God	  
metaphor	  could	  impact	  future	  climate	  engineering	  research	  and	  governance	  at	  multiple	  
scales.	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